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SACRED TREES, called 
shinboku, are a deeply ingrained 
part of a Japanese culture that 
has historically viewed itself as 
being united with nature, rather 
than separate from nature; thus, 
recognizing the sacredness of 
trees, stones, mountains, forests, 
and the elements has been a 
relatively constant theme in 
Japanese culture for thousands 
of years.

  
A classic yorishiro: a giant tree from Kyoto, Japan 
Photo by Chris Gladis (MShades) is marked with CC BY 2.0. 

We invite you to share your 
J-Town memory on the 
Sacred Tree in the courtyard 
of the Presidio Theatre.

“BLESSINGS” are the wondrous 
gifts all people receive each day 
that allows us to live: sun, air, rain, 
food, shelter, our heartbeat.

This evening’s program will begin 
with a purification blessing by 
Reverend Masato Kawahatsu, 
Minister at Konko Church of San 
Francisco. After the performance, 
enjoy tea and sweets in the 
courtyard.



Songs for J-Town 
A world premiere by MARK IZU

Saturday, April 23, 2022, 7:30 pm • Presidio Theatre, San Francisco

INTRO
Return of the Sun | Written & conceived by Brenda Wong Aoki; 

Tonilyn A. Sideco, filmmaker

Purification Blessing by Reverend Masato Kawahatsu

HOME
Journey Thru Time | Mark Izu
Moten Swing | Benny Moten

Sea Horse Waltz | Brenda Wong Aoki & Mark Izu

 TROUBLE
Someone to Watch Over Me | George Gershwin (music) 

& Ira Gershwin (lyrics)

Prophets Enslave the World  | Chris Bautista (music) 
& Philip Vera Cruz (lyrics)

I am an American | Mark Izu

CRISIS & CHAOS
Lullabye of Itsuki | folk melody

Rage | words by: devorah major; music: ensemble improvisation

Threading | Mark Izu
Kagura/Sensei Chant | Togi Suenobu

TRANSFORMATION
Haiku Transformation | Mark Izu

Wabi Sabi | Sara Sithi-Amnuai
Wind and Light | Masaru Koga

Excerpt from Aunt Lily’s diary with Polka Dots and Moon Beams 
words by Lily Takasaki | Johnny Burke & Jimmy Van Heusen                         

RETURN HOME WITH THE HEALING BALM
Back Home Fun | Mark Izu

Rise | devorah major 
Thank You (Falettinme Be Mice Elf Agin) | Sly Stone 

additional words by devorah major & Brenda Wong Aoki

Immediately following the performance, please join the artists 
in the courtyard for a Post-show Reception.

“THIS IS MY 46TH YEAR 
as a musician and composer–
and my first concert in a very 
long time. As I emerge out 
of the chrysalis of COVID, 
I muse on what the world 
has become. Where is my 
place in it? What do I have to 
contribute?

My musings always take 
me back to J-Town. We 
the original, the first 
Japanese settlement in 
America, displaced three 
times: the Anti-Japanese 
laws during the Victorian 
era, the Incarceration, and 
Redevelopment!

And back to my father 
fighting in Europe with the 
442nd. To my mother in-
prisoned in Poston. Still our 
brave little community stands!

Warm memories of people 
and places come and gone: 
Issei grandmas in kimono 
riding Muni, Nisei aunties 
cooking community feasts, 
Sansei fighting for Redress. 
As I compose this music, 
the spirit of my sensei, Togi 
Suenobu, whispers in my ears, 
“The journey continues.”

– Mark Izu



Mark Izu (bass, sho & sheng)

EMMY winning composer Mark Izu, a third generation Japanese-American, has fused 
the traditional music of Asia with African-American improvisation. Izu plays acoustic 
bass as well as several traditional Asian instruments such as the Sheng (Chinese multi- 
reed instrument) and Sho (Japanese multi-reed instrument). Izu has gained international 
recognition for developing a new musical genre, Asian American Jazz, and has performed 
with artists such as James Newton, Steve Lacy, Zakir Hussain, Kent Nagano, George Lewis, 
Cecil Taylor, Anthony Brown, and Jon Jang.
Izu has composed scores for film, live music concerts and theater. In 2009 Izu won an 
EMMY for Outstanding Music for his score in Bolinao 52. His film scores include Steven 
Okazaki’s Academy Award-winning Days of Waiting; Emmy-winning documentary, 
Return to the Valley; and a new score for the DVD release of Sessue Hayakawa’s 1909 

masterpiece, The Dragon Painter (Milestones DVD - 2007). His theater scores have been performed at the Kennedy 
Center, Lincoln Center, and Sundance Festival and he was awarded a Dramalogue Award for Best Original Music 
& two INDIE Awards for best CD. His recordings include The Queen’s Garden (INDIE Award 1999), Tales of the 
Pacific Rim (INDIE Award 1990), Circle of Fire (Top 10 picks of the year, SF Bay Guardian), and recordings with 
the Grammy nominated Asian American Orchestra. Izu’s CD Threading Time featuring masters Togi Suenobu 
(Gagaku) and Zakir Hussain (tabla) was released in Tokyo in 2007. Izu’s other awards include Meet the Composer, 
Asian Business League Artist Award, Rockefeller MAP, National Endowment for the Arts, and San Francisco Arts 
Commission, Izu was a founding faculty member of Stanford’s Institute of Diversity for the Arts in 2002. In 2007 
Aoki & Izu received the US/Japan Creative Arts Fellowship to Japan sponsored by the NEA and the Bunkacho.

Brenda Wong Aoki (spoken word) is a playwright, an artistic director, and America’s 
first nationally recognized Asian Pacific Storyteller. She creates works for theater, symphony, 
contemporary dance, world music, taiko, jazz and live performance with film. A descendant 
of Japanese, Chinese, Spanish, and Scottish ancestors, her work speaks to the essential 
hybridity of American culture. Brenda has deep roots in San Francisco. Her grandfather, 
Reverend Chojiro Aoki, was a founder of the nation’s first Japantown (San Francisco) in 
the 1800’s. He was one of the world’s first fully ordained Japanese Christian priests but was 
forced out of Grace Cathedral because he supported his younger brother’s marriage to a 
white woman. Their children are the first documented bi-racial Japanese children.  Brenda’s 
grandmother, Alice Wong, a bi-racial Chinese woman was a founder of the first Chinatown 
Garment Union. 

Aoki, a dance major at UC Santa Cruz, was told she was too short and ethnic looking to ever be on stage, this 
strengthened her determination and she went on to be a founding company member of the Asian American Dance 
Collective and the Asian American Theater Company two of only four Asian performing arts organizations in U.S. 
in the 1970’s. Her monodramas have been presented in such venues as the Kennedy Center, New Victory Theater on 
Broadway, Hong Kong Performing Arts Center, the Adelaide International Festival in Australia, the Esplanade in 
Singapore, the Graz Festival Austria and the Apollo. Her awards include multiple Hollywood-Dramalogue, Critics 
Circle, INDIE Awards for Best Spoken Word Recordings, a Wattis artist residency, two National Endowment for 
the Arts Theater Fellowships and a Japan/US Friendship Artist Fellowship. She is a founding faculty member of 
the Stanford Institute for Diversity in the Arts, served as a governor for the Grammies, and as a board member 
for California Humanities. In 2023,  commissioned by the Hewlett 50, Brenda will premiere a new work about her 
family’s 123-year history in San Francisco. Her proudest achievement is Mark and Brenda’s son, Kai Kāne Aoki Izu.



New York City-based wind instrumentalist Mas Koga (saxophones, shakuhachi) is a long time 
friend of First Voice who has also worked with luminaries such as Akira Tana, Anthony Brown, Wayne 
Wallace, Kenny Endo, Kat Parra, and Fred Ho, Hafez Modirzadeh and royal hartigan. A Shin-Nikkei 
Japanese American who grew up as a Third Culture Kid, his music encompasses the many cultural 
traditions that he has been touched by, and the worldview developed through diverse life experiences. 
His first recorded album as a leader titled “Flower Fire” was released in 2018 and is available on various 
platforms online. www.maskoga.com 

Caroline Cabading (vocals & dabakan), a 4th generation Filipina-San Franciscan is also a 3rd 
generation Fillmore resident. She is a jazz vocalist and composer who cut her eye teeth as an R&B and jazz 
musician studying with mentors teaching out of Fillmore district studios and the former Western Addition 
Cultural Center. She is also a steward of pre-colonial Philippine music and her original Filipino-American 
Jazz compositions are inspired by the musical motifs and instrumentation of her ancestral culture. Her 
latest suite “Sugilanon” will premiere on May 14th at Japantown’s Peace Plaza as part of the United States 
of Asian America Festival.

Filipino American guitarist/composer Karl Evangelista (guitar) ranks among a new wave of musicians 
pushing jazz and experimental music into the 21st century. Signal to Noise magazine hails Evangelista as “one 
of the most original instrumentalists and composers of his generation,” and as the creative force behind 
boundary-breaking group Grex, Evangelista’s music has been called “essential current-and-future listening.” 
Evangelista has worked with the likes of Andrew Cyrille, Fred Frith, Roscoe Mitchell, Louis Moholo-Moholo, 
Trevor Watts, and Francis Wong, and he has garnered support from the United States of Asian America 
Festival, Yerba Buena Center for the Arts, and the Zellerbach Family Foundation.

Born and raised in Tokyo, Japan, Jimi Nakagawa (trap drums & taiko) started playing drums when he 
was in high school and performed with local bands before coming to the US in 1981. In 1987, Jimi joined 
the San Francisco Taiko Dojo, directed by Grand Master, Seiichi Tanaka and became a performing member 
and instructor to adults and children. In 1997, he returned to Japan to continue his study of taiko and 
to perform with Sukeroku Daiko Hozonkai and Master Kenjiro Maru of Wakayama Style festival music.  
In 2009 and 2010, he was given a grant to study “tsuzumi (a Japanese hand drum)” with Master Saburo 
Mochizuki in Tokyo. 

Born and raised in California, devorah major (poetry) served as San Francisco’s Third Poet Laureate 
(2002-2006). She has seven books of poetry, two novels and several poems, essays and short stories 
published. She has performed her work frequently with musicians, some of whom are Mark Izu, Destiny 
Muhammad, Marcus Shelby, Babatunde Lea, Anthony Brown, and Richard Howell. She is on multiple 
CDs performing her poetry. devorah major also presents her work nationally and internationally with and 
without musicians. She has been a participant in international poetry festivals in Italy, Belgium, Bosnia, 
Jamaica, and Venezuela, and performed her poetry in France, the Bahamas and Germany. 
http://www.devorahmajor.com

Jim Norton (woodwinds) is a woodwind multi-instrumentalist, composer, and arranger.  Originally 
from the San Francisco Bay Area, Jim has performed, collaborated, and appeared with many other artists 
in a variety of musical genres, both in the U.S. and abroad. He currently resides in Seattle.  
Since 1987, Jim has worked with many Asian American Arts groups and is pleased to have this opportunity 
to collaborate again with Mark Izu for this performance.

Sara Sithi-Amnuai (trumpet, sheng) is a multi-instrumentalist (on trumpet, flugelhorn, sheng, and 
some handcrafted electronic instruments) born in Sydney, Australia and based in Los Angeles, California. 
Her interest in the cultural design of interfaces inspired her to create Nami, a custom built glove interface 
designed for live musical performance inspired by Nikkei community research. She has presented her 
work about Nami at the International Conference on New Interfaces for Musical Expression, received the 
2021 Nikkei Music Reclamation Fellowship with Sustainable Little Tokyo, 2019 ASCAP Foundation Herb 
Alpert Young Jazz Composer Award, and is a member of the Pan Afrikan People’s Arkestra. 



BEYOND TIME & PLACE, the essence of a people transformed through music. 
Offerings to the Sun Goddess, praise songs to the ancestors: Issei courage, Nisei resilience, 
Sansei activism, Yonsei determination, with transmissions to our Gosei, Hapa children and 
the Shin-Issei. Celebrating kinship with the Harlem of the West and the Fillmore Filipinos, 

SONGS FOR J-TOWN is a Japanese American Jazz concert dedicated to our 
grandchildren’s children.

OBJECTS OF RESILIENCE: A photograph of Mark’s 
father, Y. Douglas Izu in the 442nd, and the violin 
Mark’s mother, Mary Nakagawa, took to Poston.

FROM THE PRESIDIO, a series of orders was issued by Gen. 
John L. DeWitt as head of the Western Defense Command (WDC) 
directing the exclusion of “all persons of Japanese ancestry, including 
aliens and non-aliens” from designated areas on the West Coast. 
Issued over a period of five months—from late March to August, 
1942—the 108 orders systematically facilitated the removal of all 
Japanese Americans in California, Washington, Oregon, and parts of 
Arizona neighborhood by neighborhood.

NOTICES WERE POSTED on buildings, billboards, telephone 
poles, and other high visibility spots, announcing the exclusion of 
Japanese Americans, giving them one week to prepare. For the day of 
removal, they were instructed to bring only what they could carry.

— Brian Niiya, Civilian exclusion orders, Densho Encyclopedia. Retrieved 17:42, April 15, 2022 
from https://encyclopedia.densho.org/Civilian_exclusion_orders



SAN FRANCISCO is the first Japanese 
settlement in America but Japantown wasn’t 
always where it is now. 
It began in Chinatown, since we “all look alike” and there’s 
strength in numbers. I suspect Japanese and Chinese, despite 
our long animosity towards one another, thought we better 
learn to live together so we can survive here. San Francisco is 
the birthplace of Asia America.

I remember in the 1970’s there were still remnants of Japanese 
merchants selling dry goods and kimonos just beyond the 
Dragon Gate on Bush & Grant Ave. J-town was once south of Market and before World War II in the 1940’s 
it had moved once again and covered most of Pacific Heights all the way down to the Fillmore where Black, 
Japanese and Filipino jazz musicians played together in the Harlem of the West.  After the Incarceration it 
was half the size it was. After Redevelopment it was even smaller and who knows what will happen to us 
when the City finishes gerrymandering our neighborhoods?

But we are all guests on this land. We are guests on this planet. The United States is built on the genocide and 
stolen land of Native peoples, built on the backs of enslaved Black people, the labor of Yellow, Brown and 
poor white people and populated by a diaspora from all over the globe. Despite this, through our journey 
together people cross pollinate with one another – get married, have children and our multiracial rainbow 
children represent all that we are.

Storytellers say that there are only a few stories in the world but lots of different tellers. That’s because humans 
haven’t really changed since the beginning of time. We’re born. We find a way to live - some with greed, some 
with grace. We usher in the next generation and then we die. Since the beginning humans have endured war, 
pestilence, disease, racism, classism, sexism, earthquakes, fires and floods. But we’re still here. 

Scientists say the human race began in Africa, so that means we all descend from the first mother - and she 
was a Black woman! 

J-town is in the Western Addition where Filipino, Black and Japanese families lived and played together. The 
soul of a place comes from its people. The jewels they bestow are often humble but in hindsight leave us with 
a treasure box of memories:  Hatsi and Moses’s coffee crunch cake, Bobby and Ricky’s peanut butter manju.  
Our heroes walk hidden among us: Nakajo, strutting down the Buchanan Mall making sure everything’s 
genki, Pete greeting us at NJAHS, Cathy welcoming our children at Little Friends, Ros reminding us of our 
history, Tanaka-Sensei’s Taiko dojo making us proud, Sandy Mori keeping City Hall in check and making 
sure we all play nicely in the sandbox together, Hashimoto holding down Sakura matsuri. Kenji recording 
our history as we make it!  Kobata-Sensei teaching us that every thought, every action matters. Kawahatsu-
Sensei reminds us that there is only one Tree of Life and everyone and every living thing is part of it.  And 
Jan and Cecil showing us that the only thing that really matters is LOVE.

J-town, we’re still here! We are ALIVE.  
We survived and our children will carry on!

Brenda Wong Aoki
Granddaughter of Father Chojiro Aoki, 
a founding father of Japantown 1897

Brenda’s grandpa (with mustache), director of Sei Ko Kai, the 
settlement house for the early Issei immigrants. 

The Aoki Izu Family performing for Little Friends.



DONORS

We could not do this work without the help of the following people, 
some who have supported our work for decades... 

This work was commissioned by the San Francisco Arts Commission 
with support from Grants for the Arts, the Hewlett Foundation, 

and the Office of Economic Workforce Development, City and County of San Francisco.

In partnership with Japantown Task Force, Center for Asian American Media, 
and co-presented by the Presidio Theatre. Produced by First Voice.
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Songs for J-Town digital collage photo credits: Fillmore Filipinos by Pacifico Mortel (CC BY-NC-SA 3.0) via FoundSF.org; Poet Al Robles in San Francisco’s Manilatown & I-Hotel protest, San Francisco January 1977 by Nancy 
Wong, (CC BY-SA) 4.0 via Wikimedia Commons; Hayward, Calif.--Grandfather and grandchildren awaiting evacuation bus by Dorothea Lange; Young Woman Riding a Phoenix, Attributed to Suzuki Harunobu, Art Institute 

Chicago (CC0 1.0); Suenobu Togi Sensei; Benkyodo Candy Factory, 1906;  Brenda Wong Aoki & Mark Izu, Japantown Peace Plaza photos by Mark Shigenaga. Digital collage by Andi Wong.


